




stereotypes on 
screen

russell 
Crowe 
portrays 
a young 
prodigy who 
develops 
paranoid 

schizophrenia and delusions in 
“a beautiful mind.”

In an Oscar-
winning 
performance, 
Tom hanks 
plays a 
character 
who 

overcomes mental and 
physical limitations in “forrest 
Gump.”

sean Penn 
stars in “I 
am sam” as 
a father with  
a develop-
mental  
disability 

who fights for custody of  
his daughter.

In “Glee,” 
becky is 
played by 
lauren 
Potter, an 
actress 
with Down 

syndrome and a white house 
adviser for the President’s 
Committee for People with 
Intellectual Disabilities.

emerged about devastating accidents 
that leave characters struggling with 
disabilities. 1998’s “Horse Whisperer” 
follows Grace, a young girl who lost 
her leg and injured her horse during 
an accident, to Montana where Robert 
Redford’s character attempts to retrain 
the horse and help Grace through her 
disability. 

In more recent years, films have begun 
to address stereotypes about people 
with disabilities’ capacity to care for 
themselves and their children, lead 
fulfilling lives and have meaningful 
romantic relationships. Released in 
1999, “The Other Sister” starred Juliette 
Lewis as a young adult with Down 
syndrome who proves herself to be as 
capable as her sister without disabilities 
by moving into her own apartment, 
attending college and falling in love. 
And in 2001, Sean Penn played a 
man with intellectual disabilities who 
fights for custody of his seven-year-old 
daughter in “I Am Sam.” 

In television, the stream of popular 
shows like “Parenthood” – which 
features a young character with 
Asperger’s syndrome – reflects a 
monumental shift in media from 
conventional to contemporary plots 
and characters that more closely mimic 
present-day society. Furthermore, 
reality TV has entered our living 
rooms, and audiences’ appetites for 
entertainment are welcoming plots  
that represent more realistic events 
than scripted shows. The latest season 
of ABC’s reality show “The Bachelor” 
introduced Sarah, who was born 
with one arm, as a potential wife for 
bachelor Sean Lowe. Sarah scored the 
first one-on-one date and, true to the 
show’s outrageous fashion, they started 
the day by free-falling from a 35-story 
building. Sarah was thrilled that 
Sean and the producers didn’t worry 
about her ability to participate in the 
adventure. 

Playing the part
“We look to our stages and screens 
not only for entertainment, but to 
hold a mirror up to society,” said 
Christine Bruno, co-chair of the Tri-
Union Inclusion in the Arts & Media 
of People With Disabilities (I AM 
PWD) campaign, in an article on the 
campaign’s website. “Our industry has 
a responsibility to its artists and the 
viewing public to accurately reflect 
what we see on our streets and in  
our communities.” 

A 2011 study reporting on minority 
representation in television revealed 
that scripted characters with disabilities 
represent less than 1 percent – a 
total of five recurring characters at 
the time of the study – of all scripted 
series’ regular characters on primetime 
networks. Cable television performed 
slightly better with 10 regular and 
four recurring characters with 
disabilities appearing on various series. 
Furthermore, in contrast to primetime 
network shows, characters on cable 
were oftentimes played by actors  
with disabilities. 

“This is evidence of positive change,” 
Bruno said. “More cable producers 
and writers than ever before have 
demonstrated a commitment to 
authentic casting and accurate 
storylines. The success of these 
programs reflects the evolving attitudes 
and appetites of viewers, and puts 
those who create them ahead of the 
curve, creatively and financially.”

Carter-Long noted the same progress 
in the Los Angeles Times article. “For 
non-disabled actors, playing disabled 
characters has been a way for them 
to get awards, to win Oscars,” he 
said. “What we’re seeing happen now, 
though, is that people are starting to 
question it. Just as you wouldn’t have 
someone who’s not African-American 
play an African-American role without 
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a lot of eyebrows being raised, 
those kinds of questions are being 
asked within the industry.”

One series facing this question 
is FOX’s musical comedy-drama 
“Glee,” which has been applauded 
for confronting a myriad of social 
issues including treatment of 
students with disabilities. But one 
of the show’s main characters, 
Artie, a singer and dancer who 
uses a wheelchair, is played by an 
actor without disabilities. However, 
the series also introduced Becky, 
a recurring character played by 

Lauren Potter, who is an actress 
with Down syndrome and a  
White House adviser for the 
President’s Committee for People 
with Intellectual Disabilities. 
Breaking stereotypes, Becky 
stars as co-captain of the high 
school cheer squad and delivers 
memorable lines that showcase  
her confident, witty personality. 

“According to the U.S. Census 
Bureau, one out of five people 
in America are living with a 
disability,” said Diana Elizabeth 
Jordan, co-chair of the I AM 
PWD campaign. “I look forward 
to the day when characters with 
disabilities portrayed by actors 
with disabilities are also reflected 
accurately and frequently in film 
and television.”

Making it in mainstream 
Beyond film and television, 
people with disabilities are largely 
underrepresented in news and 
advertising. Aside from products 
and services targeting people with 
disabilities, ads geared toward the 
general public are mostly absent of 
anyone with a disability. Decades 
ago, advertisers reasoned that 
people with disabilities did not 
make enough economic impact 
to warrant them being target 
audiences for mainstream products 
and services. 

As people with disabilities – and 
parents of children with disabilities 
– are gradually proving their 
consumer value, retailers are 
taking note. A blog by Drumbeat 
Consulting, a marketing firm 
that helps companies promote 
their products to people with 
disabilities, recently noted that 
a Target ad promoting a kids’ 
clothing sale featured a child with 
Down syndrome. The online ad 
included an ethnically diverse 
group of kids, including Ryan 
Langston, who displays the classic 
physical features associated with 
Down syndrome. Target didn’t 
highlight the inclusion of Ryan or 
even take the opportunity to earn 
a pat on the back by announcing  
it in a news release. “It was 
inclusive advertising, done in a 
powerful and unobtrusive way,” 
the blog read. 

Similarly, people with disabilities 
are rarely covered in news 
outside of stories specifically 
about disabilities. Advocacy and 
journalism organizations, including 
the Society of Professional 
Journalists, encourage reporters 
to address the disability angle 
when covering general topics. 
When talking about voting, 
discuss accessibility at the polls. 
If addressing employment trends, 
include data about workers and 
job seekers with disabilities. The 
National Center on Disability and 
Journalism (ncdj.org) provides 
tips for reporters interviewing 
and reporting about people with 
disabilities, as well as a style  
guide for writing and speaking 
about disabilities. The Governor’s 
Council also has a downloadable 
version of “The Power of Words: 
A guide to interacting with people 
with disabilities” brochure at 
in.gov/gpcpd/2360.htm.

time to shine
Locally, people with disabilities 
have the opportunity to connect 
with ArtsWork Indiana to try to 
earn some time in the spotlight. 
The organization provides a listing 
of casting calls, call for entries and 
more for people with disabilities  
in the visual and performing arts. 
Log on to artsworkindiana.org  
and look for their latest postings 
and events. 

Society’s relationship with media 
is a two-way street: Our attitudes 
are influenced by what we hear 
and see, and what we hear and 
see in media are influenced by 
attitudes. By changing perceptions 
off screen, we will hopefully 
begin to see more frequent and 
positive portrayals of people with 
disabilities on screen. ✴

“i look forward to the day when 
characters with disabilities portrayed 
by actors with disabilities are also 
reflected accurately and frequently in 
film and television.”

– Diana Elizabeth jordan, co-chair, I am PwD campaign

 14 spark



attitudes resources
Fifth Freedom 
fifthfreedom.org
(260) 426-8789
act@fifthfreedom.org

This statewide grassroots, cross-
disability organization is dedicated 
to removing the physical and 
social barriers faced by people 
with disabilities. Fifth Freedom 
regularly sends ACTION Alert 
emails, and helps advocates join 
or start their own Advocacy 
Coordination Team (ACT).

aaRP indiana
states.aarp.org/category/indiana

AARP Indiana helps amplify 
the voices of older adults on 
issues of retirement, financial 
and health security, long-term 
care, livable communities and 
consumer protection at the Indiana 
Statehouse.

the indiana Citizens’ 
alliance for transit (iCat)
indianacat.org
info@indianacat.org

ICAT educates on the benefits 
of transit and advocates for the 
immediate development and 
ongoing support of comprehensive 
transit options in communities 
across Indiana. 

self-advocates of  
indiana (sai) 
saind.org
(317) 977-2375

SAI is the only statewide 
organization in Indiana run by and 
for people with developmental 
disabilities. The goal of SAI is to 
speak out and educate for equal 
rights, respect and inclusion in  
the community.

Mental Health america of 
indiana (MHai) 
mhai.net
(317) 638-3501
(800) 555-mhaI

With more than 60 local chapters 
and offices, this statewide 
organization works to increase 
understanding and acceptance 
of people with mental illness, 
promotes the use of the most 
appropriate treatments and 
services for people with mental 
illness, and advocates for reform of 
mental health public policy.

united senior action (usa)
usaindiana.org
(317) 634-0872
info@usaindiana.org 

USA is Indiana’s statewide 
grassroots senior advocacy 
organization that works with 
Hoosier seniors to impact 
policies affecting their lives and 
communities, including home care 
and nursing home alternatives, 
health care issues and nursing 
home reform. 

indiana Home Care task 
Force and Generations 
Project
generationsproject.org
(317) 441-3812

A collaborative effort of leading 
consumer-based organizations, 
this organization educates citizens, 
advocates and policymakers on 
the opportunities for Hoosiers 
to implement a balanced and 
responsible long-term care system 
in which home- and community-
based services are the first and 
primary options for people with 
disabilities.

the arc of indiana
arcind.org
(317) 977-2375

The Arc of Indiana is committed 
to all people with developmental 
disabilities realizing their goals  
of learning, living, working  
and playing in the community. 
The Arc advocates for policy 
and legislation that supports 
this mission, and you can join 
their email list for up-to-date 
information through their website.

indiana General assembly
in.gov/legislative
house of representatives:  
(317) 232-9600; (800) 382-9842
senate:  
(317) 232-9400; (800) 382-9467

Through this online portal, 
Hoosiers can learn about a 
bill’s status, email or find more 
information about their legislators, 
check a committee schedule, and 
watch video or listen to live audio 
of the General Assembly online 
when it is in session.

united states department 
of Labor, Office of disability 
employment Policy (OdeP)
dol.gov/odep
(866) 633-7365
(877) 889-5627 (TTy)
infoODEP@dol.gov

The Office of Disability 
Employment Policy (ODEP) 
develops and influences disability 
employment-related national 
policies and practices to increase 
the employment of people with 
disabilities.
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2012 CONFeReNCe HiGHLiGHts
more than 400 people with disabilities, their family members, service providers and others came to downtown 
Indianapolis for the 2012 Conference for People with Disabilities, held Dec. 4 and 5. Themed “Community 
Connections,” the event was Indiana’s first livable communities conference and featured keynote presentations, 
interactive workshops and information sessions that inspired attendees to participate in their communities and 
advocate for change to make their communities more livable and enjoyable for everyone.

Tuesday evening’s reception, themed “somewhere Over  
the rainbow,” reminded Conference goers there’s “no Place 
like home.”

Conference attendees learned about the latest in assistive 
services, resources and technology from more than 30 
exhibitors.

Participants expressed their viewpoints and opinions on livable 
communities via the seventh-annual disability poll.
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Two nationally recognized 
speakers engaged attendees 

of the first livable communities 
conference with one central 
message – building better 
communities begins with livability. 

Richard Jackson, M.d.
Dr. Richard Jackson, a UCLA 
professor and 2012 Conference 
keynote speaker, noted his 
appreciation for the Governor’s 
Council’s focus on making the 
entire state of Indiana a livable 
community. With an extensive 
background in public health and 
urban planning, he was glad to 
see the holistic approach the 
Conference took to advocate for 
smarter community design.

Jackson’s stunning statistics, shown 
to the right, were an eye-opener 
for many audience members.

“Spend our dollars first on 
preventive care and the rest on 
medical care,” Jackson stated. He 
reasoned better transportation, 
more environmentally friendly 
infrastructure and increased 
regular physical activity will help 
tackle the nation’s obesity and 
heart disease epidemics. Focusing 
on these issues will ultimately 
bring to light communities’ social 
priorities.

Fred Kent
“When you design a community 
around cars…you get cars. When 
you design a community around 
people…you get people.”

Fred Kent, founder and president 
of Project for Public Spaces, 
is a leading authority on city 
revitalization, livability and smart 
growth. He closed the Conference 
by way of “creative placemaking” 
– designing public spaces that 
drive interaction, engagement and 
reasons for building community.

He has had a role in a multitude 
of civic projects since 1975, 
including the development of the 
Old Harbor district in Providence, 
R.I.; repurposing several public 
spaces in New York City, including 
Rockefeller Center, Bryant Park, 
Times Square and Central Park 
for added enjoyment; establishing 
Gabriel’s Wharf in London; and 
introducing movable chairs to 
Harvard University’s outdoor 
public spaces.

The reason why we don’t have 
better public spaces could be  
one of two factors: fear of 

crime and isolation. Or, narrow 
development goals.

Kent said to remember the 
Power of 10 when building active 
public spaces. In each region, 
city, neighborhood, community 
and home, there should be 10 
“destinations” (green space, art, 
street vendors or even your own 
bookcase). Water can entice 
anyone to touch, splash or drink 
it. Food easily beckons passers-by 
looking for refreshment. A 9-foot 
bench is much more capable of 
fitting different sets of people 
than a 4-foot bench. And, when a 
building’s entryway is situated at 
the corner of an intersection, it is 
much more likely to create a town 
square setting.

If you were a Conference  
attendee, let us know what 
you plan to do to make your 
community move livable! Contact 
GPCPD@gpcpd.org. ✴

Jackson and Kent share 
thoughts on livability

UNHEALTHY FOOD

HEALTHY FOOD

TWICE AS EXPENSIVE

HALF AS EXPENSIVE

INCREASED 
USE OF  

ANTIDEPRESSANTS

SINCE 1990

WANT A HOME in a WALKABLE
neighborhood & LITTLE DRIVING

OF HOMEOWNERS

between
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Livable community initiatives 
are springing up everywhere 

across the state. This year’s 
Conference introduced the concept 
of building livable communities 
and how collaborative efforts can 
ensure people with disabilities are 
a part of the conversation.

indiana’s livable  
initiatives panel
The second morning session of 
the Council’s two-day Conference 
started with a panel discussion 
comprised of a regional mix of 
Indiana city leaders – mayors, city 
planners, human rights advocates 
and corporate partners. Panel 
members provided an insider’s 
view of the inner workings of 
city planning and community 
development. 

idea #1: ada planning happens 
at the local level

Federal law mandates every 
city has an ADA compliance 
officer, and this individual 
should be a primary resource 
during metropolitan planning. 
Even if your city doesn’t 
have a metropolitan planning 
organization, ADA standards must 
still be implemented.

Don’t reinvent solutions to ADA 
accessibility problems. Call your 
city/county government to identify 
your ADA compliance officer 
and work with him/her. You can 

also consult an ADA accessibility 
strategist or research different 
cities’ initiatives online to learn 
best practices.

idea #2: Livability drives 
economic development

Couple a strong local arts program 
with accessible transportation and 
buildings, and soon you’ll have 
a connected, interesting place to 
live – creating a strong driver for 
economic development. 

idea #3: Livable community 
planners offer a wealth of 
backgrounds and experiences

Conference panelist Lorraine Smith 
is the human rights director and 
leads the mayor’s advisory council 
on disability and community for 
Columbus, Ind. In this role, she 
serves as a catalyst for bringing 
together representatives of the 
disability community to solve  
local challenges.

Businesses can also be leaders 
in making a community more 
livable by being advocates of its 
assets. Cummins, Inc. has played 
an influential part in promoting 
the art and architectural history 
of Columbus, using it as a major 
selling point for its employees.

Most importantly, livable 
communities are created by people 
just like us. Reaching out to your 
neighbors, creating a support 
system and becoming involved in 

local decision-making creates an 
enjoyable and safe place to live.

Livable community 
initiatives
The Conference offered an 
abundant supply of ideas and 
techniques for creating livability.

•   Time-banking 
An organized way of trading 
skills and having chores done 
without money changing hands.  
(timebanks.org)

•   Little Free Libraries 
Dollhouse-sized lending 
libraries that are popping  
up on lawns in at least 24  
states, including Indiana.  
(littlefreelibrary.org)

•   Indy Rezone 
Offers a website discussing 
Zoning 101 and what’s new  
in urban design.  
(indyrezone.org)

•   Complete Streets 
A statewide campaign to  
enable usability of our streets 
for all modes of transportation.  
(healthbydesignonline.org) 

The Governor’s Council wishes to 
thank everyone who participated 
in the Conference and looks 
forward to hearing more about the 
initiatives and creative thinking 
inspired by the event. ✴

Making indiana a livable 
community: ideas to use 
and share
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members of the livable initiatives panel. l to r: lorraine smith, human rights director, 
Columbus, Ind.; mayor john wilkes, linton, Ind.; lewis ricci, executive director, 
Indiana arts Commission; noble stallings, community activist, linton, Ind.; Tyler kent, 
planner, valparaiso, Ind.; mayor brooks fetters, huntington, Ind.; Gwen langley, 
director of global community engagement, Cummins, Inc.; Phil stafford, Ph.D., 
director, Indiana Institute on Disability and Community.

fun prizes were awarded during 
Tuesday’s luncheon.

workshops and informative sessions 
were offered on topics related to livability, 
community involvement and more.

keynote sessions, workshops, exhibits 
and panel discussions helped make the 
2012 Conference an informational and 
enjoyable time.

starting dollhouse-sized little free 
libraries was one of several topics  
on livability.

2012 ms. wheelchair Indiana amber 
O’haver poses with Donald Tinsley, 
winner of the 2012 Person with a 
Disability Distinguished leadership award.

workshops and panels were interactive and full of inspiring advice from the great mix 
of presenters.

19



we welcome your suggestions 
for newsletter content and  
ideas concerning the actions  
of the Council. 

phone: (317) 232-7770 
email: GPCPD@gpcpd.org

www.in.gov/gpcpd
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